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Résumé : 

CAN et BE ABLE TO sont utilisés par les locuteurs de l’anglais 

contemporain de manière interchangeable, avec l’idée qu’ils sont 

équivalents. Cette perception d’équivalence entre ces deux entités 

linguistiques découle, d’une part, de la présentation qu’en font les 

dictionnaires et, d’autre part, de l’incapacité des grammaires pédagogiques 

à mettre en lumière leurs propriétés distinctives. Cette étude s’inspire de 

l’hypothèse formulée par des linguistes tels que Ferdinand de Saussure 

(1916), selon laquelle il n’existe pas de synonymes parfaits, la langue étant 

un système structuré. Par conséquent, cette contribution vise à identifier les 

propriétés différentielles entre CAN et BE ABLE TO dans l’anglais 

contemporain. Pour atteindre cet objectif, le cadre théorique de la 

grammaire métaopérationnelle, qui offre des outils d’analyse adaptés à ce 

type d’étude, a été retenu. Les résultats de la recherche montrent, d’une part, 

que CAN et BE ABLE TO ne sont pas synonymes et, d’autre part, que leur 

usage dans le système de la langue est régi par un principe binaire sous-

jacent : statut posé / statut repris. Ce principe, ainsi défini, constitue le 

mécanisme sous-jacent modulant la structuration de leur sens. 

 

Mots clés: grammaire métaopérationnelle, statut posé, statut repris, valeur 

différentielle 
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Abstract:  

 
CAN and BE ABLE TO are used interchangeably by contemporary English 

users with the assumption that they are equivalent. This idea of equivalence 

between these linguistic entities originates, on the one hand, from the way 

they are presented in dictionaries and, on the other hand, from the inability 

of pedagogical grammars to highlight their differential properties. This study 

draws inspiration from the hypothesis put forward by linguists such as 

Ferdinand de Saussure (1916), who posits that there are no perfect synonyms, 

as language is a system. Therefore, this contribution aims to identify the 

differential properties between CAN and BE ABLE TO in contemporary 

English. To achieve this, the theoretical framework of metaoperational 

grammar, which provides appropriate analytical tools for such an 

undertaking, has been chosen. The results of the research show, on the one 

hand, that CAN and BE ABLE TO are not synonyms, and on the other hand, 

that their use in the language system is governed by an underlying binary 

principle: set status/retaken status. That principle acts as the underlying 

mechanism that modulates the structuring of their meaning. 

 

Keywords: metaoperational grammar, set status, retaken status, valeur 

différentielle 

 

Introduction 

Barack Obama, the former President of the United States, was 

once asked a direct question during a TV show: "You ever 

drive?" To this, he responded, "I cannot drive." His answer 

provoked laughter in the audience. Immediately after, he 

clarified, "I am able to drive." Although he could have used the 

positive form of "cannot" to express his capability, he opted for 

an alternative construction: "be able to." This interaction 

suggests that "I cannot drive" is not equivalent to "I am not able 

to drive," despite many dictionaries presenting “can” as a 

synonym for “be able to”. This raises an intriguing question: are 

can and be able to truly synonymous and interchangeable? 

Grammarians such as Michael Swan (1980), Raymond Murphy 

(1985), Martin Hewings (1999), Sidney Greenbaum & 

Randolph Quirk (1990), Betty Schrampfer Azar (1981), and 
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Michael Swan & Catherine Walter (2011) have analyzed can 

and be able to. However, their explanations often fall short of 

clarifying the nuanced differences between these two linguistic 

entities. Thus, what are the differential properties and linguistic 

statuses of “can” and “be able to”? Is it accurate to postulate 

that “can” and “be able to” are equivalent? The following 

utterances provide evidence against the concept of synonymy: 

(1) The President of the Palestinian authority, Mr. 

Yasser Arafat stated: "We have to work hard for 

international pressure and international 

interference, so that we can be able to find a quick 

solution and to protect the peace of the brave which 

I have signed with my partner Rabin and to 

implement the UN resolutions, as well as the 

Mitchell report and the Jordanian and Egyptian 

initiative. No doubt the IPU and the parliaments can 

play an important role. They can be a strong 

balance". (The World of Parliament, Quarterly 

Review, Web Version, http://archive.ipu.org/news-

e/2-8.htm accessed on 28/11/2024) 

(2) They want to know that you can be able to take 

care of your family finances. COCA 

The utterances (1) and (2) clearly shows that CAN and BE 

ABLE TO are not at all synonymous. Actually, saying that CAN 

and BE ABLE TO are synonyms amounts to saying the 

following ‘sentence’ which results from the substitution of “be 

able to” by “can”, is correct and possible: 

* They want to know that you can can take care of your 

family finances. 

It stands out that the above sentence is not an accurate English 

sentence, as it is ungrammatical and lacks clarity.  Besides, you 

http://archive.ipu.org/news-e/2-8.htm%20accessed%20on%2028/11/2024
http://archive.ipu.org/news-e/2-8.htm%20accessed%20on%2028/11/2024
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can say: “I could be able to” where “could” is the past simple of 

‘can’ as in: 

(3) ''I feel good that I could be able to stand up for my 

team.'' (The New York Times, BASKETBALL; 

Strickland Adjusting to Role as Backup - The New 

York Times, accessed on 10/12/2024) 

 

Therefore, if dictionaries and grammar fall short do provide the 

difference between CAN and BE ABLE to learner, what should 

they resort to then? What is really the difference between CAN 

and BE ABLE TO? What are the differential invariant values of 

CAN and BE ABLE TO? Do CAN and BE ABLE TO have the 

same status in the English language? This study is conducted 

with the hypothesis that CAN and BE ABLE TO are not 

synonymous. So the objective is to unveil the respective 

invariant values of CAN and BE ABLE TO. To achieve that 

goal, the theoretical framework adopted is metaoperational 

grammar including all its developed analytical tools. 

 

1. Theoretical framework 

 

Metaoperational grammar was founded by Henri 

ADAMCZEWSKI after conducting extensive research on the 

role of -ING in the English language. Later, together with 

successors like Jean-Pierre Gabilan and the research team 

known as Les Amis du Crelingua, he developed analytical tools 

that boil into the concept of phases: Phase 1 and Phase 2. Phase 

1 refers to the initial structuring of meaning or the first 

introduction into discourse. Phase 2, on the other hand, refers to 

the second introduction into discourse. A unit with Phase 2 status 

is used by the speaker with a sense of presupposition to make a 

personal comment. It denotes a relationship that has already 

been established. In this paper, the concepts of set status and 

https://www.nytimes.com/2000/12/19/sports/basketball-strickland-adjusting-to-role-as-backup.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2000/12/19/sports/basketball-strickland-adjusting-to-role-as-backup.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2000/12/19/sports/basketball-strickland-adjusting-to-role-as-backup.html
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retaken status—the latest developments in the theory (Gabilan, 

2011)—are applied. 

As matter of fact, J. P. Gabilan (2011, p. 15) posits that: « De 

même que chacun de nous a un statut dans la société, au sein de 

son entreprise etc. les composantes de l’énoncé ont un statut, 

statut qui est codé par la grammaire ». In other word, just as 

each of us has a status in society, within our company, etc., each 

the components of an utterance has a status, which status, is 

coded by grammar. And the same linguist goes further by 

affirming: «il est important de déterminer le statut des éléments 

qui composent l’énoncé. Ce concept est sans doute la chose la 

plus importante à comprendre en grammaire » (J. P. Gabilan 

2006, p. 19). Gabilan means that it is important to determine the 

status of the elements that make up the utterance. For him, that 

concept of status is certainly the most important thing to 

understand in grammar. So, note should be taken that “the 

linguistics that we will practice will therefore seek, behind the 

deceptive calm of the utterances, the underlying mental 

processes from which they result”. We hold that from J.R. 

Lapaire & W. Rotgé (1991, p. 31): « La linguistique que nous 

pratiquerons cherchera donc, derrière le calme trompeur des 

énoncés, les processus mentaux sous-jacents dont ils sont 

issus ».  

 

2. Methodology 

    

  2.1. Data collection 

Our data are drawn from contemporary English and collected 

from various sources, both oral and written. These include 

newspapers, books of all types, novels, movies, TV shows, and 

other contexts where native speakers produce utterances in real 

communication situations. It is important to specify that all 

analyses are based on utterances, not on "sentences." In 

metaoperational grammar, all the utterances used have been 
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genuinely produced in real contexts and situations, unlike 

"sentences," which can be artificially constructed by 

grammarians to illustrate specific goals. 

We also collected data from the Corpus of Contemporary 

American English (COCA), created by Mark Davies, a professor 

of linguistics at Brigham Young University who retired in 2020. 

COCA is the only large and "balanced" corpus of American 

English. It is likely the most widely used corpus of English and 

is related to other corpora from English-Corpora.org, offering 

unparalleled insight into variation in English. The corpus 

contains more than one billion words of text (with over 25 

million words added each year from 1990 to 2019) across eight 

genres: spoken language, fiction, popular magazines, 

newspapers, academic texts, TV and movie subtitles, blogs, and 

other web pages. That is certainly the reason why Professor 

Mark Davies affirms that “these corpora are the most widely 

used corpora in existence”1. 

The data collection method of the theoretical framework adopted 

in this research maintains that “a grammatical operator has value 

only if it is examined in its natural context, which, grammars 

such as generative grammar have not done”. (A. Nfissi 1996, 

p.21).  

 

    2.2. Data analysis method 

For the analysis, we proceed by substitution, commutation and 

deletion in order to locate the similarities and differences 

between these linguistic units at the level of abstract operations 

and organizational principles specific to language. From then on, 

as H. Adamczewski (1983, p. 07) emphasizes: "we will leave the 

simple level of observation in favour of an analysis capable of 

delivering the why of things." In other words, we proceed by 

                                                           
1 Available online via the link: https://www.mark-davies.org/, accessed on October 25, 2024, at 10:36 a.m. 

https://www.mark-davies.org/
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manipulations. But what should we understand by 

manipulating? 

 

 Manipulate (…) means that one or more 

elements are changed in an attempt to 

reveal important operations or properties 

in a given domain. In this way, one hopes 

to obtain a change in the structure of one 

of the planes of the construction of an 

utterance in order to provoke either a 

change in value or an impossibility. One 

will not be content to simply note these 

changes: by contrast with the initial 

structure, part of the construction of 

meaning will thus be revealed. (C. 

Delmas et al. 1993, p. 18). 

 

This step in the methodological journey allows us to observe the 

semantic and systemic implications generated by the 

manipulations. At this level, the approach provides a scientific 

demonstration, showing that the linguistic units studied are not 

equal within the language system, contrary to how they are often 

presented in dictionaries, by grammars, and certain linguistic 

theories. It also reveals their systemic differential properties. 

 

3. Presentation of CAN and BE ABLE TO by dictionaries 

 

For the purpose of the study, dictionaries have been explored in 

order to see how they help solve the problem set by this research. 

For space constraints three of them have selected, which, show 

the overall presentation of dictionaries. Below, are the tables 

displaying their presentations: 
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The above tables show that CAN and BE ABLE TO are presented 

as synonyms. In the Oxford Advanced Learner’s Dictionary, one 

can observe 11 meanings of CAN, which are, in fact, descriptions 

of different speech effects produced by the use of the unit in 

various contexts. The question to ask is: what is the invariant 

value common to all these uses of the unit? Many linguists, 

including Adamczewski (1982) and Gabilan (2006), have 

attempted to determine the invariant value of CAN. On this 

matter, J. P. Gabilan (2006, p. 104) affirms: « Avec can, il 
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[l’énonciateur] se situe un cran plus loin: il constate, reprend, 

réfute, mais n’est pas à l’initiale […] on dira que can est la 

deuxième étape  [dans le possible]». The linguist means that 

with CAN, the speaker is one step further: he notes, takes up, 

refutes, but is not at the stage of first structuring of meaning. In 

other words, the use of CAN indicates the second step in the 

possible.  

 

The proof that CAN and BE ABLE TO are presented as equal 

can be found in the entry “able” in one of those dictionaries. 

Let’s consider the following statement, which is from Longman 

Dictionary of Contemporary English:  

 

(4) I've always wanted to be able to speak Japanese. 

Advocating that CAN and BE ABLE TO are synonyms is 

admitting that the following statement is possible: 

 

* I've always wanted to can speak Japanese. 

It clearly comes out that the above linguistic construction, which 

results from the substitution of BE ABLE TO by CAN, is simply 

ungrammatical and unaccepted in English. Why so? The answer 

is that CAN is different from BE ABLE TO. Anyway, it 

therefore becomes evident that “sameness of meaning does not 

entail sameness of function” (Y. K. J. Kpli 2014, p. 139). 

The goal of this paper is not only to show the differential 

properties of the two linguistic entities but also to provide an 

intelligible explanation that will help grasp their invariant 

values.  

 

4. Invariant values of CAN and BE ABLE TO 

 

The concept of invariant value emerges as an effective tool for 

distinguishing units that share the same semantic content. This 

is because, as Zgusta (1971, p. 67) states, “Every word (lexical 
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unit) has... something that is individual, that makes it different 

from any other word.” The invariant value is the consistent, 

unchanging essence of a linguistic unit, regardless of the context 

in which it is used. It is this value that underlies all the various 

speech effects a unit may produce. This is why we agree with Y. 

K. J. Kpli (2016, p. 16), who affirms: « Il est en effet difficile de 

concevoir l’existence de deux unités équivalentes dans un 

système. Si toutes fois tel était le cas, l’une d’elle serait rejetée 

ou ‘minimisée’ pour des raisons de redondance ». The linguist 

suggests that “It is indeed difficult to conceive of the existence 

of two equivalent units in a system. If such were the case, one of 

them would be rejected or 'minimized' for reasons of 

redundancy.” What, then, is the common denominator 

underlying all the uses of CAN and BE ABLE TO? What is 

unveiled below is what J. P. Gabilan (2011, p. 16) calls: 

« dénominateur commun reliant tous les emplois et supposés 

tels». 

 

After conducting various analyses, which will be presented 

below using the previously mentioned analytical tools, the 

research yielded the following results: 

 

    4.1. Invariant value of CAN 

CAN presents itself as an operator with a retaken status because 

it is more abstract, with a reduced semantic charge. It is, 

therefore, highly metalinguistically charged. 

 

    4.2. Invariant value of BE ABLE TO 

As BE ABLE TO is closer to the extralinguistic world, it has a 

fully charged semantic content due to its integration with the unit 

ABLE. Consequently, it is an operator with a set status. 

The invariant values of the two operators can be summed up as 

shown in the following schema: 
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5. Interchangeability of CAN and BE ABLE TO 
 

So far, it has been shown that CAN and BE ABLE TO are not 

synonyms. The reason for this is that each of them has an 

intrinsic value, as indicated above. To convince advocates of the 

concept of synonymy, some analyses and demonstrations are 

necessary. Let’s consider the following utterances: 

 

(5) They need space, safe space so they can be able to 

go to school, they can able to do their basic rights 

in the settlement area. COCA 

 

(6) So far, our knowledge, the port has been spared 

from any big disaster. But it's not totally disaster. 

It's not as good as it should be. But we think we can 

be able to supply the rest of the state. COCA 

 

(7) I learned to forgive. So I can be able to move on. 

COCA 

 

(8) The glass of the window is made to be two-way. 

You can have it so she can be able to see in, or you 

can block it so you can see her but she can't see you. 

It's currently set for only you to see her. COCA 
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(9) Rob and Kristen need to talk and decide that they 

want to do, together or not. # I hope Robert and 

Kristen can be able to talk together and decide thay 

they want to do, if Rob want to forgive her it's 

perfect, if not, perfect too, but let them alone 

now. COCA 

 

(10) That is not diplomatic, that's direct! If you win the 

NBA Championship, which would be like forever 

now you keep winning, you will come 

back? RODMAN: Yes. I think that is probably the 

only reason -- only way I can be able to come... 

COCA 

 

(11) This is gonna take forever, do you know that? 

Yeah, I know. But it's the only way though we can 

be able to get inside the perimeter. I just hope the 

captain's still alive when we get to him. COCA 

 

 

After reading the above utterances, it quite impossible to 

advocate an interchangeability of CAN and BE ABLE TO.  

The utterances are, indeed, interesting for demonstrative 

analyses. First, when proceeding by a substation, it directly 

creates ungrammaticality in all the utterances in the series and 

any other construction of this type. For example a substitution 

of ABLE TO by CAN give the following construction: 

 

(12) * They need space, safe space so they can can 

go to school, they can able to do their basic rights 

in the settlement area.  

This type of construction evidently, is not acceptable in English. 

What is more, commuting the two entities creates 

ungrammaticality, as well. Let’s try it with utterance (7).  
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(13) * I learned to forgive. So I am able to can move 

on.  

From that demonstration, can idea according to which CAN and 

BE ABLE TO are equal stand? The answer to that is of course 

no, because supporting the contrary will amount of affirming 

that the constructions (12) and (13) are typically correct and 

admissible. 

Finally, when proceeding by deletion, we do not get to an 

ungrammaticality, but the original meaning of the utterances are 

strong impacted and even modified. Let’s try it with utterance 

(11): 

 

(14) * This is gonna take forever, do you know that? 

Yeah, I know. But it's the only way though we can 

get inside the perimeter. I just hope the captain's 

still alive when we get to him. 

 

In (14), BE ABLE TO has been deleted. The result of the deletion 

is telling. While (14) is grammatically acceptable in some way, 

the original meaning has disappeared. The construction, as it 

stands, can be interpreted as “we can get inside the perimeter,” 

but we are not able to. This is the absolute justification for the 

integration of BE ABLE TO in the original utterance. That is to 

say, BE ABLE TO came to the rescue of CAN, which, with its 

more abstract attribute, could not efficiently play the role that 

was assigned to BE ABLE TO by the speaker. As a matter of fact, 

the context here refers much more to the extralinguistic world. 

It is all about entering a physical perimeter to save a soldier, the 

captain. CAN, with its more metalinguistic charge, could not 

efficiently play that role. Hence, the use of both CAN and BE 

ABLE TO together. Let’s analyze the utterance (15). 
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(15) I said to myself,' I can do it if you guys can be 

able to do it too.'  Hamilton, who also owns a 

beauty supply. COCA 

 

Utterance (15) is relevant to convince about the difference 

between CAN and BE ABLE TO. A deep look into the utterance 

shows that we gradually move from the extralinguistic view to a 

very metalinguistic property. Let’s glose the utterance to see. 

Utterance (15) can be glossed as follows: 

 

a) If you guys are able to do it. 

b) If you guys can be able to do it. 

c) Then, I can do it myself. 

 

The linear order in the original utterance is misleading. The gloss 

displays the underlying operations the speaker went through to 

get to the final verbal production.  

In (a) it is the very first stage to the structuring of the meaning 

of possibility, really close to the real physical ability. In (b), it is 

a step forward toward abstraction or toward metalinguistisation. 

In (c), it is the achievement of the abstraction or the 

metalinguistisation process, hence, the interventionist use of 

CAN. 

 

6. Systemic order of CAN and BE ABLE TO iconically in the 

linear order 

 

Sometimes, the systemic order of units is iconically presented 

on the linear chain. However, every linguistic act depends on the 

speaker, who is the architect of his utterance. He structures, 

positions, or orders linguistic entities according to the way he 

views the situation and the context. Before tackling the analysis 

itself, it is important to note that metaoperational grammar 

analyzes language through metaoperations. In other words, it 
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delves into the cognitive processes that shape how linguistic 

forms are generated and understood, or, to put it another way, 

how linguistic units are coded and decoded. This approach is 

particularly concerned with the "why" behind linguistic 

structures, moving beyond surface grammar to reveal the 

cognitive steps speakers take when constructing linguistic 

elements that frame the utterances they produce every day in real 

communication situations. Thus, the analysis of utterance (16) 

below aims to show how the systemic order (set status/retaken 

status) has been iconically presented in the speaker's verbal 

production. 

 

(16) As a result, people who are physically able can 

legally commit suicide2.  

 

Utterance (16) shows in an iconic way the systemic order of 

CAN and BE ABLE TO in English. The systemic order represents 

the position of a unit in the structuring process of meaning. A 

unit can either have a set status, which corresponds to the first 

stage of meaning processing or the first introduction into 

discourse of a linguistic entity or relation. For example, in the 

nominal system, “A” shows an attribute of an element of set 

status because it represents the first introduction into discourse 

of the unit it precedes. Then, a linguistic unit that indicates the 

second introduction into discourse of a linguistic relation or 

entity is invested as an operator with a retaken status. “THE”, 

by way of illustration, has attributes of an operator with a 

retaken status because it signals the second introduction into 

discourse of the unit or entity it precedes. The systemic order 

was earlier known as the system of phases: phase 1/phase 2. 

In utterance (16), it is clearly seen that BE ABLE TO appears 

                                                           
2 Accessible on line with the link: 

http://aidslaw.ca/publications/interfaces/downloadFile.php?ref=840, 

accessed in October, 20th, 08h35. 

http://aidslaw.ca/publications/interfaces/downloadFile.php?ref=840
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before CAN. This order of appearance represents the way the two 

linguistic entities are structured within the language system. 

Utterance (16) is better understood when it is glossed: 

 

a) First structuring of the meaning of possibility: people 

who are physically able to commit suicide. 

b) Second structuring of the meaning of possibility: they can 

legally commit suicide. 

 

The idea or the meaning in the utterance that one must first have 

the physical possibility before being granted the legal 

possibility. The comment from that analysis is twofold: first, it 

comes out that the use of BE ABLE TO actually refers to a 

physical capability or tangible reality: be strong, have necessary 

energy, etc. Those features refer to the extralinguistic world. All 

that corroborate the set status of BE ABLE TO as evoked earlier. 

As for CAN in the utterance, it is used by the speaker with the 

implicit idea that the notion of possibility is not at the initial 

structuring phase but instead to the secondary level of 

structuring. 

The role assigned to CAN here, therefore, perfectly corresponds 

to its linguistic status: retaken status, as mentioned earlier. The 

analysis consequently confirms the systemic order of the 

operators. But, do all linguistic constructions built in that way 

describe the same linguistic phenomenon? The answer to this 

question is no. Let’s demonstrate that with the following 

utterances. 

 

(17) I made a large batch of chicken soup and was 

able to can it successfully! COCA 

 

(18) This year my wife and I were able to can more 

than 60 quarts of tomatoes and put up carrots, 
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peppers, potatoes and dozens of other veggies. 

COCA 

 

In utterances (17) and (18), it is true that we have the word CAN, 

but it is actually not the unit studied in this paper. It has an 

absolute different meaning. CAN in those two utterances 

embodies the meaning of put in a can (a container). As matter 

fact, a “can” is an airtight sealed metal container for food or 

drink or paint etc. So, the reality described in utterance (17) and 

(18) bears no relation to the linguistic phenomenon described in 

the previous in utterance (16). Let’s now check it for utterance 

(19). 

 

(19) Somebody is going to play Jerry Jones, here, and 

pick up Tom Cruise, because he is a very talented 

actor, he is a well-known movie star worldwide and 

bottom line is there are only so many personalities 

that can do what he’s done. Seven of his last movies 

have grossed over $100 million at the box office. 

He’s 12 for the last 14 in the $100 million mark, 

that is an enormous slugging percentage financially 

and somebody will be willing to dive on that 

grenade. Whether or not he’s able to can create a 

new business model, and as he said, get 

independent hedge funds to put together a $100 

million revolving credit line for him and create, in 

effect, a new business model for movie stars, 

remains to be seen. COCA 

 

Utterance (19) is interesting to analyse. In the utterance, CAN 

comes just after BE ABLE TO but in reality, there is no relation 

between the two entities. The BE ABLE TO in (19) is directly 

related to DIVE ON. Instead, BE ABLE TO is directly related 

to the concept of DIVE ON mentioned the co-textual line before. 
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The focus here is to declare that whether the person in question 

IS ABLE TO DIVE ON OR NOT, that can create a new 

business model. That needs to be glossed for more clarification: 

 

a) If somebody is able to dive on that grenade, that CAN 

create a new business model. 

b) If nobody is able to dive on that grenade, that CAN 

create a new business model, as well. 

 

So, the meaning to grasp from the analysis of utterance (19) is 

that in both cases, or in one way or another, a new business 

model will be created. The analysis corroborates the idea that 

“the surface analysis is unable to unveil the deep relationships 

that the different components of an utterance have with each 

other”. We got it from H. Adamczewski (1982, p. 279) : « 

l’analyse de la surface est incapable de montrer les relations 

profondes que les différents membres de l’énoncé entretiennent 

entre eux. »  

The goal of this study was to unveil the fundamental intelligible 

difference between BE ABLE TO and CAN in order to provide 

learners and users or the English language with the tools that will 

help make an informed choice between the two linguistic 

entities. The study came to the finding that in the system of the 

English language, BE ABLE TO has a set status while CAN has 

retaken status. Those two statuses regulate their uses in language 

which, in different contexts can bring out various speech effects. 

The findings of this paper offer a distinct perspective on the two 

entities, challenging the concept of synonymy as presented in 

dictionaries and various pedagogical manuals. 

 

7. The contribution the paper 

 

As any linguistic act fulfils a communication purpose,  this 

contribution unveil the systemic order of CAN and BE ABLE 
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TO so as language users understand that, consciously or not, 

speakers go through cognitive operations before selecting one 

unit or another. This article thus argues that understanding those 

cognitive processes could lead to more effective language 

teaching and autonomous learning strategies. By the same token, 

interpreters and translators may benefit from the findings of this 

research, allowing them to make informed choices in accordance 

with the binary principle: set status/retaken status. 

 

Conclusion: 

 

This study took us through an exploration aimed at determining 

the differential properties between BE ABLE TO and CAN. At 

the end of the exploration, it emerges that the two linguistic 

entities are not synonyms. Consequently, this provides further 

corroborative proof of the assumption that "language is a 

system," as stated by F. de Saussure (1916). The gist of the result 

is thus that BE ABLE TO, which is very close to the 

extralinguistic world, is used for the first structuring of meaning. 

As for CAN, which is more abstract, it plays a more 

metalinguistic role. The study also proves that a microsystemic 

approach can be more productive in sorting out the invariant 

values of linguistic units that are very close in the system. The 

study, therefore, opens new perspectives. It challenges the 

concept of synonymy and suggests the universality of the 

grammatical principle: set status/retaken status. 
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